There’s big trouble in Chinatown
Chris Herden goes behind the scenes of an extraordinary new collaboration
which brings martial arts action from the big screen to the stage
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ext month Brisbane audiences
will be the world’s first to witness
a breathtaking spectacular featuring
gravity-defying acrobatics, slashing
swordplay and a sexy film noir storyline
in a dynamic new work making its
debut during Brisbane Festival 2010.
Shanghai Lady Killer is set to forge
new ground with its merging of classic
film noir and superhuman martial
arts heroics to create a genre-bending
sword fighting musical epic. “I call it a
physical theatre extravaganza which
is a cross between Crouching Tiger,
Hidden Dragon and Blade Runner,”
says the show’s writer, Chinese
Australian filmmaker and screenwriter
Tony Ayres. “And it’s a revenge story
as well. There are elements of film noir
detective and the Wuxia arts movies
which were often about revenge.”
It was a mutual admiration for
Wuxia film, the Hong Kong sword
fighting spectaculars popularised in
the 1960s, that brought Tony Ayres

and Stalker Theatre Company’s
artistic director Rachael Swain
together to devise their ‘martial arts
movie on stage’ concept. “It’s a playful
manipulation of genre types,” says
Ayres. “Rachael and I had both done
work in the past which was pretty
serious in nature and we just wanted
to work together and have a lot of fun.
We talked about dancers, acrobats,
martial artists, actors and singers
and throwing them all together in a
collective narrative.”
The Wuxia movies, which to this
day are paid homage to in films such
as Quentin Tarantino’s Kill Bill, were
commonly peopled by strong female
protagonists. These powerful women
were often extraordinary aerialists
and masters of all manner of fighting
disciplines including the aesthetic
combat form, wushu. All this while
retaining a stereotypical femininity and
emotional vulnerability.
“I had the animated feel of the early

Wuxia films in mind but no idea how
to realise it,” says Ayres. “Rachael is
a technical wiz who knows how to
fly people across the stage and to get
them scaling walls. That Shanghai
Lady Killer has become this huge
mega-spectacle is a testimony to her
talent and tenacity as a director.”
Shanghai Lady Killer is set in
Chinatown, Australia, some time in the
future. An election approaches and the
popular Mayor is being stalked by an
assassin sent from Shanghai (Chinese
martial arts superstar, Wang Fei). Cue
a faded femme fatale cabaret singer, a
Chinese crime lord and a chivalrous
Aussie detective who is street wise,
wears a singlet and broods like Bogart.
For cast member Avan Whaite it’s
unlike anything he’s done before. “We
play ensemble roles which require
extreme acrobatic ability and we
do a range of work; Chinese poles,
trampolining, wire-work, wushu and
dance. It’s pretty physically intensive.”

EVENT DETAILS
Shanghai Lady Killer can be seen
from Thursday 23 September to
Saturday 25 September at the
Playhouse, QPAC, at 8pm. Tickets
$60, concession and groups $40.
Tony Ayres and Rachael Swain
will take part in the Festival
Conversations program to talk
about the making of Shanghai Lady
Killer with interviewer, Brisbane
Festival 2010 artistic director
Noel Staunton, on Saturday 25
September at the State Library of
Queensland.
For bookings call 136 246 or see
www.brisbanefestival.com.au.
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